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AUTHOR’S NOTE





THIS IS A WORK of fact. In some places, I have relied on outside sources—books, newspapers, films, wiretaps—for quotes and other factual information. In order to make the story more readable, I did not always cite these outside sources within the text; they are all referenced in the notes. I also changed the names and certain details of some individuals to protect their anonymity; this is also indicated within the notes. Quotes were altered as little as possible for grammar and clarity.














1. THE STORM ON THE SEA OF GALILEE


A Disturbance in  the Courtyard






Boston, Massachusetts
 Around 12:30 a.m.
 March 18, 1990


ON THE EAST SIDE of Palace Road, just beyond the harsh glare of a sodium streetlight, two men sit in a small, gray hatchback. The man in the driver’s seat is stocky and broad shouldered, with round cheeks and squinty, James Dean eyes. The other man is shorter, standing just under five foot ten. He has the worn, craggy face of a hard-working longshoreman. A pair of square, gold-framed glasses perch on his nose. Both men are dressed as police officers, and they look the part, dark blue uniforms, eight-point service caps, and the nylon, knee-length coats that beat cops use to stay dry on wet New England nights.


A light rain fell earlier in the day. Water beads on the window of the hatchback. Across the street, a few late-night revelers spill out of an apartment building. They’re young—seniors in high school—and just left a college-dorm party because the beer ran out. Now they linger on the street, talking and laughing, their voices thick and boozy. It’s late on one of the biggest nights of the year, St. Patrick’s Day. They have to go somewhere, one of the revelers says. Should they try and sneak into a bar on Huntington Avenue? Or pick up a case of beer and head to someone’s house? Jerry Stratberg jokes with one of his friends, pulling her onto his back and wobbling her piggyback style south along Palace Road. He seesaws down the sidewalk for a few yards. She taps him on the shoulder. “Watch out, there’s a cop in that car over there,” she says.


Stratberg sees the broad-shouldered man in the driver’s seat of the hatchback and steps toward him. Through the thin fog, they stare at each other, the broad-shouldered man giving Stratberg a flinty look that says back off, go home. Stratberg notices the man’s unusual eyes—they look almost Asian—and then spots the Boston police patch on his shoulder.


What are the cops doing here? Looking for thieves? Drug dealers? There have been a spate of muggings in the area, and in October, a gunman shot and killed a pregnant woman waiting at a stoplight a few blocks away. Still, Stratberg thinks, nothing good can come from this. He’s under the legal drinking age, a few months away from his high school diploma. “Let’s go back and tell the others,” he says. His friend slips from his shoulders. The two soberly cross the street. They whisper quietly with the group, before they all hop in a car and roar off.


The street falls silent. Some oak trees quiver in the wind. Then, shortly after 1 a.m., the two men step onto the sidewalk, the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum looming above them like a castle. The nineteenth-century heiress Isabella Stewart Gardner designed the four-story building as a replica of a Renaissance-era Venetian palazzo, with soaring balconies, stone stylobates, and a blooming courtyard brimming with lofty palms and hothouse jasmines. Art was Gardner’s passion, and she built a world-class collection, packing her museum with tens of thousands of treasures, including works by Titian, Velazquez, Raphael, Manet, and Botticelli. The museum also contains the only Cellini bronze in the country, the first Matisse acquired by an American museum, and Michelangelo’s tragically moving Pieta.


Flamboyant, imperious, with a deep belief in the redemptive power of art, Gardner built intimate galleries for her masterworks, each room extolling a different theme, each one its own creative stew. There’s a quiet, calming Chinese Loggia; a Gothic Room that recalls a medieval chapel; a Yellow Room lined with pastel-toned paintings by J. M. W. Turner and Edgar Degas. In her will, Gardner forbade any changes to her museum. She wanted her work of art to always remain her work of art. Nothing could be added or taken away. Not a Chippendale chair, not a Rembrandt canvas, not a bamboo window shade. Everything must remain in the same Victorian patchwork of wood-paneled corners and draped alcoves, or the trustees would be required to sell off the collection and donate the profits to Harvard University. And from Gardner’s death in 1924 until that March 1990 evening, it was a wish faithfully kept.


The two men move to the side entrance. Next to the large wooden door is a white buzzer. One of the men presses it.


Through an intercom, a security guard answers.


“Police. Let us in,” the man says. “We heard about a disturbance in the courtyard.”


Inside the museum, sitting in front of a console of four large video screens, Ray Abell thinks for a moment. He’s short and gangly, with a long mop of curly hair that cascades over his shoulders. A student at the Berklee College of Music, he wears one of his favorite hats, a large, wide-brimmed Stetson. For him the job is little more than a rest between rock shows, and he will often gig with his band at a local bar before he strolls into the museum just before midnight. The third shift can be hauntingly spooky. Late at night, the floorboards squeak and moan, bats dash around the Italianate courtyard, their wings softly fluttering in the night air. But the job doesn’t require much work, and Abell will usually wile away the hours in the way that most guards wile away the hours, reading magazines, playing cribbage, waiting for the moment when the sun comes up and filters though the courtyard in a rosy haze of light.


Abell stares at the video screen images of the two men. Tonight’s shift has already been too busy for his liking. Thirty minutes earlier, while he was doing his rounds, a fire alarm went off in the conservation lab on the fourth floor. He ran up the wooden stairs and into the room, the bright lights of the alarm strobing the walls. But there was nothing. Then, some ten minutes later, the alarm rang in the carriage house. He sprinted outside, and with the beam of his flashlight he speared the darkness, looking for flames for smoke, any signs of fire. Again, nothing. And on the video screens in front of Abell, the men look like cops. They have police patches on their shoulders. Insignia dot their lapels. Maybe someone managed to get into the courtyard? Or there was someone in the carriage house? Despite orders never to let anyone into the museum, Abell buzzes the men inside.


It’s 1:24 a.m. The shorter intruder, the one with the glasses, steps up to the watch desk and asks if there are any other guards in the building.


Just one, Abell replies.


“Get him down here,” he says.


Abell calls his partner, Ralph Helman, on his walkie-talkie. “Will you please come to the desk?”


The man with the glasses peers at Abell. “You look familiar,” he says. “I think we have a default warrant out on you. Come out here and show us some identification.”


Abell is nervous. He moves out of the booth and away from the panic button—the only direct connection to the outside world—and hands over his driver’s license and Berklee student ID. He knows that there are some things that could get him into trouble. Sometimes he needed a way to come down after a gig, ease into the mood of sitting around an empty museum all night, and so he’d smoke some marijuana and come to work high. And then there was the Christmas party. A few months earlier, he and another guard snuck two friends in through the side entrance and drank a few bottles of wine in the Dutch Room. They didn’t damage anything, just stood and gaped at the paintings. It seemed like harmless fun at the time.


The second security guard, Ralph Helman, appears in the doorway. He’s tall and thin, with a wispy, brown beard, and such a dedicated trombone player that he brought his horn with him to work that evening. It’s a few days before his twenty-eighth birthday, and this is one of the first times that Helman has ever worked third shift. He had received a frantic call early that afternoon. Could he work tonight? A guard had fallen ill. He agreed, and now in front of the watch desk, the taller thief thrusts him against the wall and spread-eagles his arms and legs.


“Why are you arresting me?” Helman asks, as the handcuffs click over his wrists.



The other intruder shoves Abell against the wall, and as he pinches Abell’s arms together, Abell has a sinking thought—they never frisked me. Even in late-night TV cop shows, they frisk suspects before they arrest them.


“This is a robbery,” one of the men says. “Don’t give us any problems, and you won’t get hurt.”


“Don’t worry,” Helman mutters, “they don’t pay me enough to get hurt.”


The thieves wrap strip after strip of duct tape around the eyes and mouths of the guards, swaddling their heads until they look like mummies. Then they steer the men down a set of stairs and into the basement. Using a second set of handcuffs, they secure Helman to a workbench. Then they walk Abell down a long, dark hallway and bind him to a steam pipe. Before they leave, one of the thieves takes their wallets. “We know where you live,” he says. “Do as I say and no harm will come to you. Don’t tell them anything and in about a year you will get a reward.”


The men move back up to the first floor. The museum is now as helpless as an upended turtle. There are no other defenses—no secret wires, no hidden video cameras, no other guards. There’s no other way for the police to know that the museum has been taken over by thieves. For all intents and purposes, the intruders now own the Gardner museum—and they begin to act like it, padding up the marble steps of the grand staircase and striding into the Dutch Room.


It’s 1:48 a.m. A streetlamp sprawls a rectangle of yellow light across the floor of the room, and in the artificial twilight, the thieves move toward the south wall. They hope to seize the large Rembrandts first, but as they step toward the artworks, a piercing alarm sounds, ringing loudly in the empty room. The intruders must have been surprised. Are the police outside? Did the guards escape? This wasn’t supposed to happen. A thief sees the source of the noise—a motion detector that goes off when visitors get too close to the art. With a swift, powerful boot, he kicks the buzzer silent.


The intruders step in front of the silk-draped south wall, moving in front of their target, Rembrandt’s The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. The painting presents a dramatic interpretation of a famous biblical tale—Jesus and his apostles fighting a savage thunderstorm, their small, unsteady boat cresting a massive breaker. An early Rembrandt, the work shows all of the artist’s unbound audacity, and he slipped a small self-portrait into the canvas, painting himself as one of the disciples, looking straight out at the viewer. Look at me, he seems to say, Can you see what I can do? The painting has been hailed as one of the best examples of chiaroscuro—the dramatic contrasting of light and shadow—ever created. It is the Dutch master’s only seascape.

[image: image]

The Dutch Room of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum before the 1990 theft.
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But the thieves don’t seem to know this—or they don’t care. They haul the work down from the wall and smash the painting out of its frame. Then one of the thieves pulls out a blade and knifes the canvas. He cuts along the edge, slicing the painting from its stretcher, leaving behind stitches of canvas and flakes of paint. The intruders then pull down Rembrandt’s A Lady and Gentleman in Black, painted in 1633 for one of the artist’s Dutch patrons. With its exquisite lighting and balanced structure, the work would be any lesser artist’s masterpiece. But again the thieves break the picture from its frame and slash the work out of its stretcher. Again, they litter the floor with bits of canvas, flecks of paint, and the dreams of countless art lovers.


The men then move toward the window, where a small table holds Vermeer’s The Concert. The thieves must be grinning as they lift the painting from the stand. Rarely has taking something so precious been so easy, and in one quick moment, the men become owners of one of the most valuable artworks in the world. Created by Johannes Vermeer in the late 1650s, the painting depicts a man and two women playing music. Bathed in a soft, late-day light, the work exudes a subtle loneliness, each person working his own instrument, a quiet, immutable moment captured forever in a four-hundred-year-old canvas. The oil is one of only thirty-six surviving works by Vermeer, and some dealers estimate its price to be as high as $300 million. In other words, each square inch of the canvas might be worth more than a quarter of a million dollars.


With their biggest treasures in hand—and the police nowhere in sight—the thieves become bolder, more ravenous, as if the experience of stealing the works somehow intoxicates them. They swipe Govaert Flinck’s Landscape with an Obelisk. They pocket a third Rembrandt, a postage stamp–sized self portrait. They remove another large Rembrandt from the wall and then abandon the work on the floor, leaning the painting against a cabinet like a visitor’s forgotten umbrella. Before the men move out of the room, they also grab a bronze Chinese beaker from the Shang era. Called a ku, the foot-tall goblet dates back to 1200 bce, and even this item, seemingly nothing more than a passing afterthought for the looters, is a prized artifact, worth thousands of dollars, one of the oldest pieces in the museum’s collection.


At 1:51 a.m., one of the thieves dashes across the museum, passing the courtyard, moving along walls filled with masterpieces by Bellini, Raphael, and Rubens. A few minutes later his partner joins him, and they enter into the Short Gallery. Named for its small size, the room is little more than a narrow hallway, and as the intruders step inside, they’re greeted by the silent image of the founder of the museum, Isabella Stewart Gardner. Painted by Anders Zorn, the small oil sketch hangs across from the entrance and shows Gardner joyfully pushing open a set of glass doors, a fireworks display rocketing off behind her in the evening sky. Bold and graceful, Gardner seems to almost float from the painting, her gaze focusing directly on the viewer, a vision of elegant, artful enthusiasm.


But the looters ignore the portrait and pull down five Degas sketches from a wooden door. Created in the late 1880s, the works are rough and unfinished, some of them nothing more than doodles of men dancing with their lovers. The intruders snap the pictures out of their frames, and as the wood and glass clatters to the ground, the image of Isabella Stewart Gardner gazes down at the intruders, looking wry and mocking, as if she wonders why the thieves seem so painfully amateurish. Why do they treat her works so poorly? Why haven’t they stolen the more impressive drawings like the Michelangelo that hangs nearby? Or the Titian upstairs? Why are they robbing her museum at all?


The questions remain unanswered, as the robbery devolves into a felonious orgy, as if the men have grown totteringly drunk from all the rare treasures that have become theirs for the taking. In the corner of the Short Gallery, one of the thieves clambers on top of a narrow French cabinet. Above him is a gilded battle flag from Napoleon’s Imperial Guard. The silk banner is yarned together with gilt sequins and bosses, and the thief starts to unscrew the glass casing that protects the flag, undoing metal screw by metal screw. He gets a half-dozen out, but then he decides to simply rip the eagle finial from the top of the flagstaff and pocket that item instead.


Back on the ground level, the thieves nab their last spoil, Edouard Manet’s Chez Tortoni, a powerful portrait of a gentlemen sitting in a French café. They also check again on the security guards who remain bound and blindfolded in the basement, trussed among the thick steam pipes and clanking sounds of the boiler. To calm himself, Abell hums Bob Dylan’s mournful ballad, “I Shall Be Released.” Helman listens to the loud thumping noises upstairs and wonders if the thieves will burn down the museum, if they will kill him. But when the thieves visit the guards, they seem almost solicitous. “Are you comfortable?” they ask. “Handcuffs too tight?” The frightened guards don’t say much—their mouths are taped shut.


The thieves have one last piece of business to attend to. They move to the first floor and kick open the security director’s office. Inside, they rip open the video recorders that filmed their entrance and seize the cassettes. They will leave behind no visual record of their faces. The intruders also grab the data print-outs from the motion detector equipment, which recorded their movements through the galleries. They appear not to realize, though, that the data is also stored on the hard drive of the device. And before they leave, the men place the empty frame of the Manet on the security director’s chair, a sneering taunt to the museum, the police, and all those art world snobs.


At 2:41 a.m., the thieves step out of the museum’s side door and hurry across the sidewalk with their loot. They almost certainly have a van or truck waiting for them in the street—and it takes two trips for the men to get everything out of the museum. The side door to the Gardner closes for the last time at 2:45. The thieves were inside for a total of eighty-one minutes and nabbed thirteen works of art, valued today at over $500 million. They’ve just pulled off the largest robbery in history. In the wet, empty streets, the thieves and their faceless associates start up their cars and speed down Palace Road, and as their tail-lights disappear into the night, so do the Gardner masterpieces.












2. CHEZ TORTONI


The Art Detective






STANDING IN THE MIDDLE of Manhattan’s Grand Central Terminal, Harold Smith checked again to make sure his nose wasn’t missing. He hated when things went missing.


It was January 2005. Smith was seventy-eight years old. Over the past five decades, cancer had gnawed away his nose, his right eye, parts of his skull, much of his stomach, and almost all of his right lung. To cover up the ravenous damage to his body, Smith wore a derby hat, eye patch, and prosthetic nose. The fake nose had fallen off before—the glue weakens over the course of a day—and Smith often rubbed the plastic flange along the side of his face to make sure that the prosthetic was still attached to his cheeks.


As I pushed through the throng of commuters, I recognized his derby over the crowd. “Harold Smith?” I asked. It was our first meeting, and while I had seen pictures, it hadn’t prepared me for the moment when he turned around. His prosthetic nose was large and rubbery, like a clown’s; thin scars crisscrossed his face, twisting his left eye and snarling his upper lip. Dotting his face, neck, and hands were thick, leaking wounds covered by pieces of gauze. It seemed like his derby hat was the only thing keeping his head together—later that day a homeless man would bang on his car window and ask him if he was the undead monster Freddy Krueger from the A Nightmare on Elm Street films.
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Harold Smith shortly before his death in 2005.

Krystle D. Strand.


Smith smiled as broadly as his plasticine mouth would allow and shook my hand. Though he was nattily dressed—charcoal suit, blue shirt, silk tie—I found myself staring at his face, disgusted, entranced.


“Did you fly in from Washington?” he deadpanned. “Your arms must be tired.”


I laughed. I learned later that this was classic Smith. He often eased social tensions with goofy riddles, little brainteasers, and some very bad knock-knock jokes. At that moment, though, I didn’t have much time to think about his disfigured face or sugary humor. Smith hustled me into his waiting Volvo, explaining that we were late for our first appointment, a meeting with a well-known art dealer. He eased into the passenger seat; I sat in the back. Smith’s son, a large, quiet man, drove the car. We dashed up Park Avenue, and at the corner of Fifty-seventh and Park, we stopped at a red light. Smith gestured toward a large jewelry store that was one block over on Madison.



“That place, right there,” he said, pointing. “The thieves drove a pickup right through the window.” The truck ripped a wide gash in the facade of the store, Smith explained, and two men dashed inside and stole hundreds of pieces of jewelry, diamond earrings, silver brooches, expensive rings. The loot was worth well over a half million dollars. “It was a Yugoslavian gang that did it,” he said. “They cleaned out the whole place.”


The light flashed green, and we continued north. At the corner of Seventy-ninth Street, Smith motioned again down toward Madison.


“The Soufer Gallery is over there. A few years ago, a man walked up to the entrance and snatched a Maurice Utrillo right out of the window. His car was idling outside, and he just drove right off.” Smith’s tone was quiet and slightly amused, a teenager discussing the hijinks of the class clown. He explained that the gallery’s security camera had recorded the thief’s license plate—and the man had been careless enough to drive his own car. “We found him in Brooklyn, a Hungarian guy, and he had another million dollars worth of stolen paintings in his house.”


While it was hard to tell immediately—Smith said it all with such an easy nonchalance—he knew about these thefts because he’d solved them and hundreds of other cases of stolen art and jewelry. Smith was an independent fine arts claims adjuster, the long-winded name for an art sleuth who works for insurance companies, and he was among the best in the world. Over his five-decade career, he had recovered lost Renoirs, exposed forged Da Vincis, and tracked down stolen Matisses. He had rescued a missing Stradivarius violin in Japan, hunted down the famous Janiece Christner collection of Faberge eggs, and when Dade County police set up a sting to recover some stolen Monets a few months before we met, it was Smith who pushed—and paid—for the undercover cop to rent a Rolls-Royce for a meeting with the thieves in Miami. It was the detail that made the case. The art was recovered that afternoon.


But there was one case that haunted Smith, one case that he had yet to crack—the Isabella Stewart Gardner theft. Smith had been searching for the missing masterpieces for years. He hopscotched the globe to meet with sources. He spent hundreds of thousands of his own money on leads. He started his own toll-free tips line and established a Gardner theft website and swore to everyone that he met that he wouldn’t stop working the case until the art hung again on the walls of the museum. And as the car motored up Park Avenue, I asked Smith why the lost paintings were so important to him. He looked at the long line of traffic in front of us for a moment and then threw his arm over the seat and stared at me. It gave me a jolt—his blue eye afire, the eye patch hanging loosely on his face, a modern-day Captain Ahab. “There are hundreds of thousands of people who would be deprived of seeing that art. Losing that art is like losing our history, our culture,” he said. “I want it back.”


 


I CONTACTED SMITH after reading a short magazine article about how he had recovered a Dali painting that had been missing since 1974. The article praised Smith as the Colombo of the international art scene, and I wanted to learn more and perhaps write a feature story about him. But what I didn’t know—what I couldn’t have known—was that Smith would be dead within weeks of our meeting and that I would soon pick up where he left off. My search for the Gardner art would take me to four countries, a dozen states, and more cities and towns than I care to count. I would develop a deep and consuming zeal for the case. I would chase countless leads, stake out suspected thieves, and fly thousands of miles to interview underworld figures who swore that they could return the lost paintings. My life would be threatened more than once. And while I would unravel some of the biggest puzzles of the heist, I would eventually discover that the Gardner case wasn’t a mystery like the ones in movie theaters and Saturday afternoon TV specials, a cozy whodunit that wrapped up neatly at the end like an algebra problem. It was more like a mystery with a capital M, the sort of enigma that you find in church pews or philosophy lectures or on the canvas of an Old Master painting, something clear and compelling but also abstruse and obscure, something essentially unknowable.


But on that crisp winter morning I knew little about the Gardner museum or the lost art. I was simply following Smith as he did his daily detective work, interviewing art collectors, lunching with insurance brokers, calling on museum officials. Early in the afternoon, Smith dropped in on an art restorer on the Upper West Side to discuss a canvas that had been sent in for some minor repairs. The conservator was highly secretive, and I had to sign a nondisclosure agreement that prevented me from discussing what I saw there. I couldn’t describe the artworks that littered the studio or detail how teams of conservators restored the canvases. There was no way to mention that stacks of paintings lined the storage room, hundreds of canvases leaning frame to frame like books crammed into a shelf, not that they necessarily were. The problem, Smith explained as we got back in the car, is that even the slightest whisper of damage can reduce the price of an artwork by millions. A painting by a modern artist that suffers as much as a pin-prick can become completely worthless. “Art is about image, it has a certain mystique. It’s not like owning a Cadillac,” Smith told me. “It’s a status symbol of the highest order.”


Smith introduced me to art dealer Frederick Berry Hill. A portly man with an Otto Von Bismarck mustache, he greeted us in the marbled foyer of his Upper East Side gallery. He wore a silk ascot and a blue blazer with brass buttons the size of nickels. “Ah, Mr. Smith,” he said, with a heavy shaking of the investigator’s hands. After glancing at the other visitors, a group of bejeweled women—potential buyers, in other words—he escorted us into his private showing area. The room looked like the library of a robber baron, with club chairs, thick velvet curtains, and Oriental rugs plush enough to sleep on.


Then, looking around to make sure that no one overheard us, Hill quietly told Smith that he had recently discovered that a security guard had swiped a small painting from his warehouse. “It must have happened a few years ago, but I just figured it out recently as I was going through my inventory,” Hill said sotto voce. “I was looking around one day and said, ‘oh my God,’ that painting is gone. It was a small piece, somewhere in the back of our warehouse, and now, I don’t know.”


Smith asked a few questions. Where was the guard today? Did he want to file a insurance claim? Did he contact police? But Hill didn’t want to disclose any specifics, nor did he want to mention the name of the painting or the whereabouts of the guard or even how the heist might have occurred. He was worried that the news might mar his reputation, that he might be seen as anything but a careful custodian of cultural treasures. “We’re the premier dealers of nineteenth-century American art in this country,” he said.


But it turned out that Hill had much bigger problems. Soon after our meeting, Christie’s auction house accused him of shilling, bidding on his own works at an auction in order to boost the sale price. While the exact details are murky, it appears that Hill told Christie’s that he was selling forty-three paintings that belonged to a divorcing couple. The disclosure allowed the gallery to bid on the works since he might be buying the pieces back for either the husband or wife. But, according to Christie’s, there was no divorcing couple—Hill had put offers on twenty-one of his own paintings in order to drive up the prices—and the auction house refused to give any of the paintings back to Hill. Christie’s also demanded that Hill immediately pay back millions in debts, and while no charges were filed in the case, Hill’s gallery eventually declared bankruptcy and had to sell off much of its stock of nineteenth-century American masterpieces.


It seemed as if Smith might have known what would happen to Hill. As we left his gallery that day, Smith explained that when it came to fine art, the boundaries between right and wrong, rich and poor, beautiful and ugly often become thin and hazy. Some of the art world’s most famous personalities have been some of its least savory characters. Vincent Van Gogh sold only one work during his lifetime; now his paintings regularly go for a million dollars or more. While art dealer Joseph Duveen helped create the National Gallery of Art in Washington, he instructed his employees to scrape the ancient patina off the Elgin Marbles in order to boost the selling price of the precious sculptures. Rembrandt ran art scams, stole from his son’s inheritance, and once had a mistress imprisoned in a mental institution rather than pay her alimony. For Smith, this aspect of the art world was part of its fascination. “It’s what I love about the business. There is no rule book, nothing that tells you what to do,” he told me. “Everyday is a surprise.”


Riding the train home that night, I felt a little like Alice coming out of the rabbit hole. I flipped through my notes, my mind dazed and jumbled. So much seemed to be a mirage of its self; nothing was quite what it appeared. I recalled a moment early that afternoon. Smith and I were striding through the Jewish Museum when we stopped in front of a dark canvas titled Kiev 1919. Created by Ukrainian modernist Abraham Manievich, the painting shows the town exploding into a pogrom, a tall, angular pile of collapsing homes and buildings, painted in sharp reds and angry browns. While piercing flames lick the sky of the canvas, a lone boxy goat stands in the middle of the empty streets, staring out with haunting eyes. The caption noted that Manievich’s own son died in the town’s ethnic cleansing. For a moment, Smith and I stared at the painting, not saying a word. Then our eyes met. We both nodded.


The moment put the day in perspective—because art is powerful. That is its definition, an expression of creativity that moves people, that pushes them beyond themselves. The effects can be strong and savage. The ancient Israelites found a sculpture of a golden calf so impressive that they worshipped it like a god. Louis XVI lost his throne largely because of his court’s uncontrolled spending on paintings and sculptures. Stephen Breitwieser’s binge started in March 1995 when he was alone in a small Swiss museum and spied an eighteenth-century portrait. “I was fascinated by her beauty, by the qualities of the woman in the portrait and by her eyes,” he said, and within a moment, he pried the work from the wall and strolled out of the museum. Over the following six years, Breitwieser stole hundreds of artworks, eventually collecting a hoard of paintings and sculptures worth an estimated $1 billion. He never sold a single piece. “Whether it was worth a thousand euros or millions, it was the beauty of the work of art that interested me.”


Art’s inspiration can be raw and painful. It can be a sort of sickness. The Louisiana Museum of Modern Art once had to remove a sculpture by Ed Kienholz because visitors would vomit when they saw the work. Philosopher Richard Wollheim made three trips to Germany to view the Isenheim Altarpiece, Matthias Grünewald’s sixteenth-century masterwork, but each time he looked at the canvas, he found it unbearable and had to turn away. There is a book dedicated to people who cry in front of paintings, and a disease called Stendhal’s Syndrome, where extensive exposure to Old Master paintings can cause dizziness, confusion, and hallucinations. Graziella Magherini, the head of psychiatry at Santa Maria Nuova Hospital in Florence, Italy, identified the syndrome in 1989 and has devoted much of her life to curing it. In addition to intensive therapy, she prescribes tranquilizers, bed rest—and time away from art.


 


HAROLD SMITH NEVER PLANNED on becoming an art detective. Born in the South Bronx in 1926, he attended Catholic schools, rooted for the Yankees, and aside from drawing doodles in the margins of his textbooks, he had little interest in paintings or sculpture. After high school, he enrolled in the Merchant Marine Academy, served a short stint in the South Pacific, and then signed up as a claims adjuster. Smith took the job because a friend told him that the money was good and that he could take Friday afternoons off to go to the Jersey shore with his family. “I just knew that I couldn’t have a job where I would be chained to a desk,” he told me.


Over the years, Smith began specializing in fine art losses, usually on assignment for insurance giant Lloyd’s of London. It wasn’t the beautiful paintings or glittering diamonds that attracted him as much as the complex nature of the cases. In a typical property claim, an insurance adjuster has a fairly straightforward job. If nothing has been faked or forged, the adjuster simply needs to figure out the value of the loss and then pay the client. If, for example, a 1982 red Corvette is stolen, the adjuster has to calculate the current value of a 1982 red Corvette and then write a check. The process is pretty much the same for anything from a $20 radio to a $200 million yacht. But art is different. If a painting or sculpture goes missing, there is no replacement, and that’s what fascinated Smith. If a thief stole a work of art, Smith needed to find the original. If a child kicked a hole in a painting, he needed to enter into a delicate negotiation over its lost value. And art lovers can become desperate. Because collectors purchase works for their emotional power, for the way it touches their very being, they’re often devastated when a work is damaged or stolen. Even a few tiny nicks can set off a collector. Once, a few years ago, Smith consoled an heiress because a few grains of sand fell from her Anselm Kiefer multimedia installation during shipping. “She cried so much that I had Anselm himself come to her house and tell her that it was OK,” Smith chuckled.


Smith did not have an art historian’s expertise. While he could tell a Monet from a Manet, a Renoir from a Rembrandt, he couldn’t do his work without help from his extensive Rolodex of art historians, restorers, and curators. He was a missing artifacts broker—he understood the art world and how people operated within it. Lose an Art Nouveau necklace? Smith knew a downtown dealer who had a stockpile but, be careful, he loves to bargain. Did a fire damage your Morris Louis canvas? Conservator Sandra Amann has restored dozens—and she is remarkably easy to work with. When a member of the Rockefeller family lost her string of pearls, Smith knew the jeweler who could build her a new necklace that would match the color of her teeth just like the old one did.


With his bad jokes and easy style, Smith developed friendships with some of the most famous artists of the last century—Mark Rothko, Dale Chihuly—and he would call on them to help repair damaged works or get him out of a knotty insurance problem. Smith once visited Salvador Dali at his mansion outside of Barcelona to discuss a painting that had been stolen from the artist’s New York gallery. At the end of the meeting, Dali’s wife, Gala, asked Smith if he wanted to dance, and after she accidentally kicked him in the shins, she pressed a lollipop and a glass of champagne into his hands. “The Dalis offered for me to stay for the night,” Smith told me, shaking his head as if to say, those were some weird people. “But I drove back the most dangerous mountain road that you can imagine to get back to my hotel in Barcelona.”


If Smith had a deep skill, it was dedication, and he proudly told people that he wanted to die while working on a case on behalf of Lloyd’s. If he had an area of expertise, it was human nature. He understood what made people paint, what made them steal, and what made people steal from the people who painted. Both talents would be tested frequently. In 1983 Lloyd’s tapped Smith to investigate the theft of sixty-three gold artifacts from the Houston Museum of Fine Arts. Someone had nabbed the works from a storage cabinet and made off with more than $3 million worth of African ceremonial items. Smith arrived at the museum the day after the theft and soon suspected an inside job, perhaps a guard or a curator. The locked storage cabinet had not been forced open, and the museum was closed at the time of the heist.


Smith’s biggest concern as an adjuster was not the whodunit. In art insurance, the business is focused on servicing clients—and recovering the art—not capturing crooks, and so Smith first went to the media, lobbying the Houston Chronicle to run an article advertising a $25,000 reward for the sculptures. Smith also thought that the thief might melt the gold artifacts to sell as bullion, and he pushed the local papers to run stories about how the artifacts were more valuable if they were left intact. “Since the [melted] gold value is $5,000 and we’re offering $25,000, [you may be enticing] someone who has been asked to melt the gold to return it,” Smith told a reporter. At the same time, Smith turned up the heat on the museum staff, telling the guards that they would all be required to take a polygraph test. The day before the exam, one of the guards came forward, saying that he had discovered the artifacts lying in a hallway and had taken them home to protect them. Police raided his house that night and found the set of artworks tucked behind a bathroom mirror, and within two weeks Smith was able to return the artifacts, unharmed, to their owner.


Smith was not typically successful. Despite a decade-long investigation, he never figured out what happened to the Christner collection of Faberge eggs swiped from a Dallas mansion in 1978. Nor was he ever able to catch art broker Michel Cohen. Investigators believe Cohen swindled more than a dozen art dealers—including Sotheby’s—out of more than $50 million by repeatedly selling a set of paintings by Picasso and Marc Chagall, and while Smith worked closely with the FBI and Interpol, he never managed to put the art broker behind bars for good. At the end of the day, Smith only had an art theft recovery rate of 15 percent, and while it sounds low, the number was impressive for the field, where the average is about 5 percent. Smith found it difficult to make recoveries for countless reasons. Thieves will steal an object in this country and then sell it in China or Russia, where loose property laws makes it hard to track the item down, or crooks will warehouse a stolen painting, waiting a decade or more before selling it to a fence. Sometimes a thief will develop a rapt passion for an artwork and keep the canvas secreted under his bed, swooning over the painting late at night, after the world has gone to bed. Or, if the criminals are professionals, they might tweak the signature—make a Franz Hals into a School of Hals—and then ease the canvas back into the legitimate market. “What happens to fine art, I don’t always know,” Smith told me. “It could be anywhere.”


Whatever case, the large number of thefts—and the increasing value of fine art—has made stolen art a booming criminal industry. Smith estimated the current value of the stolen art trade to be between $4 and $6 billion, making it one of the largest black markets in the world. Most of the heists don’t make headlines. An intruder will swipe a scroll of Tang Dynasty calligraphy from a Florida antiques barn, or some drunken teenagers might carry a post-Expressionist painting out of an empty country house. The looted items are worth a few thousand dollars, and the hometown newspaper might not even find it worthy of an inch of newsprint. But once every few months, a group of criminals will stage a spectacular score, swiping a Cranach or a Van Eyck or some other work of inestimable historical value, and the Art Loss Register’s database of stolen art has swelled over the years to include 609 Picassos, 181 Rembrandts, 173 Warhols, and Caravaggio’s priceless masterpiece Nativity with San Lorenzo and San Francesco. In fact, if a museum were filled with all of the world’s stolen artworks, it would be the most impressive collection ever created. It would have far more Baroque sculptures, much better Surrealist paintings, and the best Greek antiquities of any known institution. A gallery of stolen art would make the Louvre seem like a small-town art gallery in comparison. Experts call it the Lost Museum.


 


SMITH WAS NOT a tough guy. He didn’t carry a gun or threaten violence. No one could remember a time when he raised his voice at a suspect. His disposition was fundamentally trusting. He was the type of person who would pick up hitchhikers on rural roads and then drive an extra ten miles to make sure that they arrived safely at their destination. But in his investigative work, Smith had some advantages over law enforcement. His firm, Smith International Adjusters Inc., was never larger than a dozen people and could move quickly, scoring interviews and tracking down leads faster than most police departments. Smith could also tap criminals that might not want to talk with law enforcement because they would be afraid of being branded as snitches, and Smith’s underworld network was so developed that he would sometimes know about heists before even the owners. When Smith heard from an informant that five paintings, including a Van Gogh, had been swiped from the basement of the prestigious Hammer Galleries in New York, he called the head of the FBI art theft team Tom McShane. “That’s news to me,” McShane replied. McShane then called the galleries, and they didn’t know about the theft either. It turned out that an employee had walked out of the service entrance with the paintings a few weeks earlier, and no one had noticed.


But perhaps the best weapon in Smith’s arsenal was money, and Lloyd’s of London gave Smith carte blanche to post a reward of 10 percent of the insured value of any stolen item. This was not cash that was paid to the thieves. Smith believed that encouraged crime, and he steadfastly opposed anyone involved in an art heist landing any insurance bounty. “If it became known to the common thief that all you had to do was steal a painting and call the insurance company, you wouldn’t have a painting left on any wall in the United States, or the world, for that matter,” Smith explained. Rather, the reward money would go to a friend, a lover, anyone who could offer a tip that would break the case and bring back the art. “There’s very little that happens in this world that some other party doesn’t know about,” he told me, “and everyone likes money.”


It was a lot of money—and seven years of tireless work—that helped Smith crack the largest gold heist in history. The caper began early on a February evening in 1987. It was just before closing time when two men burst through the front door of a Miami jewelry factory called the Golden Door. After hog-tying the owner and his two employees, the gunmen opened the safes and robbed the factory of its entire inventory of gold. The haul was nothing short of spectacular and included hundreds of gold bars along with a king-sized heaping of rings, pendants, bracelets, necklaces, and brooches. Valued at an estimated $13 million, the theft was immediately hailed as the largest gold heist in the country’s history.


Smith flew to Miami the next day, and he knew almost immediately that owner Sandy Credin staged the heist. It was obvious, really. There were just too many coincidences. The security alarm had been turned off; the front door of the factory was left unlocked; the guard at the entrance of the industrial park had gone home early; and not one of the employees heard the gunmen removing the nine hundred pounds of gold—about the weight of a cow—from the safes. But Smith needed hard evidence, and so he posted a $100,000 reward for any information leading to the arrest of the thieves. Smith received hundreds of tips; he spent weeks sorting through the myriad of leads. He heard from a man who said that Cuban leader Fidel Castro had been behind the theft. Another caller was imprisoned in Leavenworth and said that he was friends with Credin, and, by the way, could Smith get a doctor to remove the Q-tip stuck in his ear canal?


Then, late one afternoon, about six weeks after the theft, Smith got a phone call.


“I know how that scam went down in Miami and I can save your insurance company all that money,” the man told him.


“That’s great,” Smith said. “How do you know?”


“Never mind how,” he said. “I bet you the safes were left unlocked, they weren’t opened all the way. I’ll bet you that manager never worked after five o’clock in a whole year.”


Smith interrupted. “How can we get together?”


The man’s name was Eddie Hollock, and he was an enforcer for the Canadian mob. Smith met him in a hotel in downtown Montreal, and in exchange for $100,000, Hollock told Smith what happened: Credin had sold the factory’s gold to pay off almost a million dollars in gambling debts, and in order to cover up the loss, he hired Hollock to set up a heist of the factory. But on the night that Hollock was supposed to rob the Golden Door, a security guard followed him into the factory parking lot, and he quit the job. A few weeks later, Credin paid two of Hollock’s friends to do the theft.


While the information made the case, Hollock refused to testify. The enforcer believed that the mob would kill him for being a snitch, and Smith spent six months cajoling Hollock into submitting a sworn affidavit. Smith also gave Hollock another $500,000, paid for plastic surgery and bodyguards, until finally the mobster agreed to testify. But by then, Credin had left the country, and it took Smith another five years of grueling detective work to track him down. Credin went to New York, then Panama, then Israel, before he was finally nabbed outside of a restaurant in Wiesbaden, Germany. Before the case went to trial, Credin pled guilty. He told the judge that he had sold all of the stolen gold—he didn’t keep a single ring or bracelet. He was given five years for defrauding Lloyd’s of London.


Smith was standing in his office in midtown Manhattan, right off of Times Square, when a co-worker told him the news of Credin’s arrest. Smith hugged him, saying, “This is the greatest news I’ve heard in many, many years.” Then, after working the case for seven years, talking to hundreds of sources, visiting dozens of cities, traveling to three different countries, Smith called an underwriter at Lloyd’s of London. He wanted to get started on his next case.


 


IN 2000 SMITH sold his company to his youngest son, Greg, and became an adjuster for his firm. The arrangement allowed Smith to focus on what he did best—working fine art and jewelry cases—and reduce his office hours. He was seventy-four years old and exhausted. For years he had been working twelve-hour days, six days a week, all while trying to stay involved in the lives of his eight children. Smith’s home life was complicated by the fact that two of his children were disabled. Because of a drug given to his wife during her pregnancy, they were born mentally handicapped and needed help with everything from eating dinner to tying their shoes. Smith and his wife decided early on that their disabled children would not grow up in an institution, and the couple cared for them along with the rest of their baseball team–sized family. The situation could sometimes be overwhelming. “It could be hard. I mean really hard,” said Smith’s youngest daughter, Tara. She recalled one evening when one of the disabled children threatened her father with a knife because she had become so frustrated with her limitations. For the most part, though, the Smith household was a happy, bustling place. “We had a lot of fun growing up. My parents had a lot of love to give,” Tara said, “and I think we became really tight because we didn’t have time to fight over who got a blue sweater and who got a red one. We had more important things to worry about.”


One of those more important things to worry about was Smith’s murderous case of skin cancer. He acquired the disease while serving in the Merchant Marines. A doctor discovered that he had ichyosis, a genetic disorder that caused dry, scaly skin, and tapped him for an experimental skin treatment in which Smith would lie under a high-intensity UV lamp for a few hours each morning. It turned out to be the equivalent of tanning under a nuclear sun, and within three years of the experiment, almost every inch of Smith’s skin had become cancerous.


When Smith was in his twenties and thirties, doctors could keep the disease under control. Small tumors and lesions would sprout up on his arms and face, and dermatologists would remove them with a scalpel or a batch of acid. It was painful and time-consuming but not debilitating. As Smith grew older, the cancer grew more virulent. It chewed deep into his body, and by the time Smith was in his fifties, he would check into the hospital every few weeks. The surgeries would be long and agonizing, and it would sometimes take ten hours or more for doctors to remove all the malignant growths. The disease eventually spread to Smith’s internal organs, and surgeons had to remove pieces of his stomach, bits of his skull, as well as parts of his neck.


It wasn’t clear what was the worst—losing his right eye or losing his nose. The eye came first. Doctors removed it during a lengthy surgery, and Smith had to relearn how to drive a car and balance himself. Then, when Smith was seventy-four, his dermatologist told him that his nose had to go too. He would lose his ability to smell anything—not a cup of coffee, not his wife’s perfume, not yesterday’s trash. To cover the massive scar in the middle of his face, Duke University Medical School built an artificial nose for Smith that attached to his cheeks with a special glue. Smith took a gleeful pleasure in telling the story about the time that his nose fell off. It was a few weeks after his surgery, and he was lunching with some business partners from Lloyd’s. He was eating some chicken soup when the steam loosened the special glue, and without his realizing it, the nose slipped off his cheeks and dropped onto the table with a soft plonk. “You should have seen them. Can you imagine their surprise?” Smith told me with a laugh, pausing for the punch line. “My nose was on the table and so were their jaws.”


Smith didn’t complain about the pains of his personal life. When he wrote a letter to his lawyer about a potential lawsuit against the Merchant Marines because of his skin cancer, he barely described the agony of all his surgeries. He detailed his medical history and noted his suffering in a single sentence. “Suffice it to say that this has been an unpleasant experience of blood, pain, [and] disfigurement,” he wrote. Instead, he’d make light of the disease. “God is just taking me away piece by piece,” he’d joke. Or he’d recount the time that he was in an airport and a young boy mistook him for a pirate. “Now that was funny! The little kid pointing at me and telling his mommy that I was Captain Cook.”

[image: image]

Harold and Kay Smith on their wedding day, December 26, 1948.

Tara Smith.


Smith wasn’t a stoic. He would express his emotions and fears, usually by saying in his nasally voice, “Now that doesn’t make you feel like a million dollars.” But he viewed his suffering as a redemptive act. A deeply spiritual Catholic, Smith understood pain as a fundamental part of being human. He believed that his sacrifice allowed him to communicate with God, to reconcile his humanity with heaven, and in his last years, when it took more than thirty minutes for him to put on all his bandages each morning, he pushed on with his life. He worked for his son’s insurance firm, went golfing with his wife, and babysat his grandchildren. He visited the local homeless shelter, taught Sunday school, and won an award from the North Carolina Knights of Columbus for his work helping impoverished families in the area. In his office, over his desk, in a small wooden frame, Smith kept a quote from Winston Churchill, and he would often repeat the sentence to friends and family. “We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.”


 


WHEN NEWS OF THE GARDNER THEFT broke on the morning of March 18, 1990, Smith knew that he would not be asked to work the robbery. The museum did not have any indemnity on the paintings, so it would not be hiring an insurance investigator. Still, Smith followed the case. He called friends in the FBI to learn about leads; he read newspaper stories about the latest suspects. A few weeks after the heist, he sent a letter to the director to express his sympathies. “I would keep a positive attitude, since some very strange things have happened in the history of art theft,” he wrote. “A million dollar incentive, plus little bit of luck and human frailties, might combine to bring these valued paintings back.”


In the years after the caper, Smith watched as the FBI ran down thousands of tips, clues, and angles, investigating South American drug lords, ex-museum guards, and Japanese underworld figures. The evidence all led to the same place—a dead end—and that was why Smith first decided to get involved. He couldn’t bear the idea that the paintings were forever missing. There was a long list of other, more personal reasons. Smith felt a powerful kinship with the museum’s founder, Isabella Stewart Gardner, a woman who had also suffered severe personal hardships and shared his belief in the redemptive power of art. Smith also understood how much a heist might be a smear on a city, perhaps nowhere more than Boston, a place where the tension between high and low, upstairs and downstairs, might be one of its most enduring traits. And if Smith recovered the lost masterpieces, it would be the perfect capstone to an impressive career as the world’s foremost art detective. The heist was the largest burglary in American history. No other robbery—art or otherwise—has ever been as costly.


In spite of all of Smith’s troubles—or perhaps because of them—he never stopped working the case. Even as a septuagenarian, his body covered with cancers, he toiled on leads for nine or ten hours a day. It would take dozens of trips, hundreds of interviews, years of research, everything that I lay out in this book, for me to fully grasp Smith’s dedication. But by that time he was dead. On February 19, 2005, twelve days after his seventy-ninth birthday, he passed away in a hospital in Raleigh, North Carolina. He worked the Gardner case up until his last week, emailing with an informant a few days before he went into the hospital. He never stopped telling silly riddles and corny stumpers, either, and in his hospice room, he left a plastic cockroach on his bedside table just to give the nurses a laugh. Smith died with more than a dozen family members in his room, the theme from Love Story playing on the stereo, and when he passed, he left the Gardner case behind, the paintings as lost and gone as his dead body.
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